
American Civil War:

 Antietam

38,000 troops of the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia under 
Gen. Robert E. Lee. Key subordinates were Lt. Gen. James Longstreet 
and Lt. Gen. Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson, each commanding a wing 
of the army. 

75,000 troops of the Union Army of the Potomac under Gen. George 
B. McClellan. Corps commanders were Maj. Gens. Joseph Hooker, 
Edwin V. Sumner, Fitz John Porter, William B. Franklin, Ambrose 
Burnside, and Joseph K.F. Mansfield. 

After a year and a half of fighting, the Confederacy held the military 
initiative in the Civil War. In the West, Confederate forces were on 
the march toward the Ohio River Valley. In the East, Gen. Robert E. 
Lee, who had recently assumed command of the Army of Northern 
Virginia, had just defeated Gen. John Pope’s Union Army of Virginia 
in the Second Bull Run Campaign. During the late summer of 1862, 
Confederate forces launched their first invasion of the North. When 
Union forces met them near Sharpsburg, Maryland, along Antietam 
Creek, the result was the “bloodiest day” in American military 
history. Although the Battle of Antietam was a tactical draw, Union 
Gen. George McClellan stopped Lee’s invasion. It was a significant 
enough strategic “victory” to discourage European intervention in 
the Civil War and for President Abraham Lincoln to broaden the 
moral aspects of the conflict by issuing his famous Emancipation 
Proclamation. 

Actions by the Confederate Army – By mid-1862, with their military 
fortunes ascendant, Confederate leaders looked to exploit recent 
battlefield victories. Lee and key subordinates, Lt. Gens. Thomas J. 
“Stonewall” Jackson and James Longstreet, had recently guided the 
Army of Northern Virginia to a stunning victory in the Battle of 
Second Bull Run (Manassas). The Union’s Army of the Potomac had 
since withdrawn to defensive positions around Washington, D.C.

Strategically, Lee looked northward, believing another major 
victory – this time on Northern soil – would pay dividends. Lee and 
Confederate President Jefferson Davis reasoned that a successful 
invasion of Union territory would accomplish several objectives. 
Virginia would receive a respite from the ravages of war, while 
the Confederate Army could forage off the rich farmland in the 
North. With Union forces obliged to respond, the immediate 
threat to Richmond, the Confederate capital, would be reduced. 

Additionally, the people of the border state of Maryland might 
rally to the Confederate flag, possibly prompting the state to join 
the Confederacy. And perhaps most importantly, a major victory 
on Northern soil might convince Great Britain and France to offer 
diplomatic recognition of the Confederacy, leading to direct military 
and economic support, or even a brokered peace. 

Lee planned to move into Maryland and 
concentrate his forces near Hagerstown by 12 
September. If conditions proved favorable, he 
could advance into Pennsylvania, threatening the 
capital of Harrisburg and destroying the railroad 
bridge across the Susquehanna River. Eventually, 
he might menace Philadelphia, Baltimore, or 
Washington, D.C. On 4 September, Lee’s army 
splashed across the Potomac River at White’s Ford 
and moved into Maryland. (Map 1)

Lee expected two Federal garrisons in the Shenandoah Valley, 12,000 
troops at Harpers Ferry and 2,500 at Martinsburg, to abandon their 
positions. When they did not, Lee was obliged to divide his army, 
sending Jackson to capture Harpers Ferry and secure his lines of 
communication and supply. 

But Lee’s campaign ran into difficulty early. 
Subduing Harpers Ferry was taking longer than 
expected. The local support he had counted on 
had failed to materialize. And worst of all, he 
received news from his cavalry that the Army of 
the Potomac was already moving toward him ‒ 
while his army was divided! Although Lee knew 
McClellan was slow and deliberate, Lee’s army 
was still vulnerable. Sensing disaster, Lee worked 
quickly to consolidate his forces, while he ordered 

Longstreet to defend the South Mountain passes to slow the Federal 
advance. On the 14th, he ordered a general retirement across the 
Potomac.

However, hours later, after learning that Harpers Ferry would soon 
fall, Lee changed his mind. He rescinded the withdrawal order and 
directed his army to concentrate at Sharpsburg, Maryland. Later that 
day, as he rode with Longstreet across nearby Antietam Creek, he 
spotted a long, low ridgeline to the east. “We will make our stand on 
these hills,” he declared.1

As the sun rose on the 15th, Lee believed he could still salvage a 
victory. Although he was significantly outnumbered, he counted on 
McClellan’s hesitancy to allow Jackson time to march the 17 miles 
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Strategic/Operational:
1) Lee’s Precarious Campaign Strategy – Even with renewed Southern military momentum, Lee’s Maryland Campaign was risky. His 
goals were reasonable: to win a major victory on Northern soil, gain the support of the people of Maryland, menace major Northern cities, 
and possibly gain diplomatic recognition from European countries. His bias for action, however, nearly cost him. Lee wrote on the eve of the 
offensive, “The present seems the most propitious time since the beginning of the war for the Confederate Army to enter Maryland … we 
cannot afford to be idle …”5  But Lee would still be outnumbered in enemy territory. Additionally, his plan met with early setbacks. The people 
of Maryland did not rally to the Confederate cause. His assumption that Harpers Ferry and Martinsburg would quickly fall, proved incorrect. 
Putting his command at great risk, he was forced to divide his army to deal with the garrisons. Only his trust in Jackson and Longstreet, the 
mobility of his army, and his understanding of his opponent allowed him to stand and fight at Antietam. But like most risky campaigns, it 
nearly ended in catastrophe. It is a credit to Lee’s skill that it did not. 

2) McClellan’s Opportunity Lost – In stark contrast to Lee, McClellan refused to take risks and was reluctant to commit to combat. These 
factors probably cost him a decisive victory at Antietam. If McClellan had acted quickly on intercepted intelligence and moved rapidly through 
the South Mountain passes, he might have annihilated Lee and Jackson in detail. Even after he arrived near Sharpsburg, he was in a position to 
overwhelm Lee before sufficient Confederate forces were assembled. But true to form, McClellan took his time. The ever-skillful Lee took full 
advantage of his opponent’s caution. 

Tactical:
1) Contrasting Leadership – Lee and McClellan represent stark contrasts in leadership. McClellan was egocentric, 
micromanaging, and distant. Despite his bravado, he was an overly cautious and hesitant commander. Spurious 
reports about Lee’s army numbering 200,000 caused him to delay his pursuit. Even after arriving at Sharpsburg, he 
failed to exploit his numerical advantage. 

In many ways, Lee was McClellan’s opposite. Through humility and trust, he built strong relationships with 
subordinates. He instilled confidence by empowering them to act. This mutual trust became a combat multiplier, 
allowing the Army of Northern Virginia to function at a high level despite its deficits in men and materiel. Lee 
also understood his opponent, exploiting McClellan’s caution. But what really set Lee apart was his willingness 
to take calculated risks. Not only was the Maryland Campaign fraught with risk, but the Battle of Antietam 
itself provides an example of a bold commander, willing to stand his ground, and successfully fight against 
overwhelming odds. 

2) Lee’s Effective Defense – Lee chose to make his defensive stand along Antietam Creek for several 
reasons. The location at Sharpsburg allowed his divided army to unite in a timely manner, while allowing 
him to utilize chokepoints along the South Mountain passes to slow his opponent. The terrain on which he 
chose to fight offered protective cover, good fields of fire, concealment, and natural defensive positions at 
the West Woods, the sunken road, and the bluffs above the lower bridge. Lee anchored his flanks on the 
Potomac while covering his escape route across the river at Boteler’s Ford. And finally, he understood that 
interior lines would allow him to shift forces as needed. Overall, Lee created a superbly effective defensive 
position.

3) Mission Command – Besides McClellan’s cautious approach to the battle, his greatest tactical 
failure was his ineffective application of the principles of Mission Command. Historians note that 
McClellan failed to share his overall tactical concept with his corps commanders, or solicit their input 
on sequencing the different attacks, prior to the battle. Therefore, McClellan did not issue a clear 
commander’s intent, much less create a shared understanding of how major actions were to unfold. This 
virtually guaranteed that the Union attacks would occur in a piecemeal and uncoordinated fashion, 
in addition to preventing two of his six corps from significant participation in the fight. These 
Mission Command failures allowed the outnumbered, but skilled, Lee to successfully parry 
each Union thrust. Unwittingly, McClellan squandered his advantage of mass, allowing Lee to 
use his interior lines to fight separate battles throughout the day. 

Gen. George B. McClellan
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Lessons for Today’s Leaders




